The Revenge of the Sorites: How an Ancient Argument Came back from the Dead,

Fascinated Philosophers, and Overthrew the Afterlife

This paper explores the modern reception of the work of an important but little-recognized Greek philosopher, the Megarian Eubulides, who lived in the Fourth Century BCE and created several paradoxes which continue to baffle scholars to this day. My focus will be on the striking revival, just in the last few decades, of interest in the Sorites Paradox - both in its own name and under the rubric of "vagueness" - and its surprisingly powerful impact on the age-old debate about souls and human immortality. As one index of the current level of interest, a keyword search on "vagueness" at The Philosopher's Index, the online bibliography of the field, yielded 1003 hits (on 9/19/11), about half dating from the last 20 years; as another, a mere eight years ago, the Clarendon Press issued a 369-page volume exclusively devoted to attempts to resolve Eubulides' two primary paradoxes (Beall [2003]).

I begin with a compact survey of the historical background: As noted by Seuren (2005), Eubulides apparently intended his paradoxes, including the Liar (Is "I am lying" a true or false statement?), the Heap (If you remove one grain of sand at a time, when does it stop being a heap?), and several others, to serve as a penetrating critique of Aristotle's theory of the binary nature of truth and falsehood. But for centuries they were dismissed as a kind of perverse joke - for example, being relegated by medieval logicians to the category of insolubilia; only in the late 20th Century did professional philosophers begin to revisit the issues raised by Eubulides' puzzles, which have clear connections to "fuzzy logic" and certain well-known difficulties in contemporary linguistic philosophy.

The opening section moves quickly from this broad summary to a sharper focus on the Sorites, concentrating on the challenge it presented (and still presents) to common-sense views, in ways that are analogous to the more famous paradoxes of Zeno. For most of its history, the Sorites has been confined to the area of language usage, which made it easier to dismiss - after all, who cares about grains of sand in a pile, or exactly when qualities like "tallness" or "baldness" (the other classic examples) become invalid as one changes parameters by microscopic amounts? But when the Sorites is applied to an area of thought and belief that has obvious significance in the real world, its full power emerges with impressive clarity.

In the central part of the paper, drawing upon published work from various sources, especially Hume (1755), Kerckhove & Waller (1998), Sider (2002), and Dee (2004, 2008), I apply the Sorites in three ways to the perennial debates about the human soul and immortality, ultimately reinforcing the conclusion already reached, without benefit of this argument, in the materialism of Epicurus and Lucretius. The three instantiations of the Sorites are Paleontological (Dee [2004, 2008]: Who was the first to have a soul whose parents didn't?); Embryological (Kerckhove/Waller [1998] When does this property arise in the life of an individual, given that embryologists say there is no such thing as "the moment of conception"?); and Ethical (Hume [1755/1980]; Sider [2002]: How can it be morally justified to impose an all-or-nothing dividing-line [sc. Heaven vs. Hell] into the fully-populated spectrum of human moral qualities?). There is an essential auxiliary rÖle for the argument in Plato's Euthyphro that an arbitrary divine being cannot be the source of moral value.

The argument as presented here is necessarily concise - but sufficient to show that this constitutes a striking if unconventional example of the "reception-history" of a very specific and important aspect of the classical tradition.
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